






































In	 the	 early	 stages	 of	 the	 Thebaid,	 Statius	 provides	 graphic	 descriptions	 of	 three	 female	
monsters:	 in	book	1	the	Fury	Tisiphone	and	the	hybrid	snake-woman	Apollo	sends	against	
Argos;	and	 in	book	2	the	Theban	Sphinx.	 In	their	wake,	the	poem	contains	several	 further	
representations	 threatening	 femininity	which	evoke	 these	monsters	 in	 language,	 imagery,	
and	 theme.	 Not	 only	 representing	 the	 troubled	 and	 troubling	 women	 of	 the	 Theban	
household,	 Statius	 infuses	 his	 epic	 with	 images	 of	 disturbing	 femininity	 seemingly	
disconnected	 from	 the	 Theban	 mythological	 cycle,	 namely	 Thessalian	 witches	 (implicitly,	








only	 to	 portend	 the	 violent	 horrors	 about	 to	unfold	 and	 signify	 the	 chthonic	 powers	 that	
dominate	the	epic,	but	also	to	embody	physical	and	behavioural	transgression	and	disorder,	

































the	 horrors	 of	 the	war	 are,	 through	 a	 series	 of	 similes	 and	 parallels,	 associated	with	 the	
monsters	of	 books	1	 and	2,	 as	well	 as	 figures	of	 threatening	 femininity	 from	Theban	and	
Roman	myth-history	 and	 literature.	 This	 technique	 of	 association	 serves	 to	 undercut	 the	
pious,	virtuous	rhetoric	and	deeds	of	these	female	characters.	Feminine	monstrosity	seems	
to	reach	 its	apex	 in	the	very	heart	of	the	epic,	where	the	poet	 incorporates	a	narrative	of	
surpassing	feminine	transgression	and	horror,	where	human	female	characters,	the	Lemnian	
women,	enact	a	violent	assault	on	their	community,	slaughtering	every	male	on	the	island.	
While	 recent	 Statian	 scholarship	 has	 examined	 the	 representation	 of	 femininity	 in	 the	
Thebaid	with	a	view	to	unpacking	the	ambiguous,	often	threatening	portrayals	of	female	grief	
in	the	poem,	studies	have	often	separated	the	theme	of	femininity	from	that	of	monstrosity.	
Utilising	aspects	of	 the	developing	 field	of	monster	 studies,	 this	 thesis	will	 investigate	 the	
intersection	 of	 monstrosity	 and	 femininity	 in	 the	 Thebaid,	 and	 determine	 the	 nature,	
function,	and	significance	of	Statius’	monstrous-feminine.			
Given	their	important	role	in	defining	culture,	monsters	are	prominent	and	prevalent	
figures	 in	 traditional	 narratives	 from	 all	 over	 the	 world,	 and	 modern	 critics	 have	 duly	
	 2	
evaluated	 the	primal	 figure	of	 the	monster	 in	 its	 capacity	 as	both	 cultural	metaphor,	 and	
literary	device.	Due	to	the	universal	appeal	of	the	figure	of	the	monster	for	a	wide	range	of	
disciplines	 (from	archaeology	and	anthropology,	 to	 film,	 literary,	 and	cultural	 studies,	 and	
even	the	biological	sciences),	“Monster	Studies”	has	in	recent	decades	developed	into	a	field	
that	encompasses	a	variety	of	critical	approaches	to	monsters	and	monstrosity	in	literature,	
art,	 film,	 and	 culture,	 particularly	 from	 the	 arts	 and	 social	 science	 disciplines.1	 Monster	












1	 For	 example:	 Creed,	 B.,	The	Monstrous	 Feminine:	 Film,	 Feminism,	 Psychoanalysis,	 London,	 and	New	 York:	
Routledge,	 1993;	 Halberstam,	 J.,	 Skin	 Shows:	 Gothic	 Horror	 and	 the	 Technology	 of	Monsters,	 Durham,	 and	
London:	Duke	University	Press,	1995;	Cohen,	J.J.,	Monster	Theory:	Reading	Culture,	Minneapolis:	University	of	












of	 impending	 doom,	 or	 a	 crucial	 boundary	 that	must	 not	 be	 crossed.4	 Picking	 up	 on	 this	
ambiguity,	and	variety	of	meaning,	the	notion	of	“monster	as	metaphor”	has	recently	gained	
widespread	acceptance.	As	Jeffrey	J.	Cohen	established	 in	the	mid-1990s,	 in	his	 influential	
study	“Monster	Theory”,	the	monster	is	“an	embodiment	of	a	certain	cultural	moment	–	of	a	
time,	a	feeling,	and	a	place”	that	incorporates	a	society’s	fear,	desire,	anxiety,	and	fantasy,	








by	 their	 respective	 culture’s	 particular	 set	 of	 concerns	 and	 anxieties.	 She	 argues	 that	 the	
mythical	 monsters	 of	 ancient	 Greece	 and	 Rome	 were	 manifestations	 of	 fundamental	









Classical	 Literature	 Studies.	Midlands	 Classical	 Studies	 vol.	 6,	 Bari:	 Levante,	 2002;	Murgatroyd,	 P.,	Mythical	
Monsters	in	Classical	Literature,	London:	Duckworth,	2007;	Garland,	R.,	The	Eye	of	the	Beholder:	Deformity	and	









that	unite	 the	monsters	of	Augustan	poetry,	which	are	 that	 they	 tend	 to	embody	gender	
stereotypes,	 and	 that	 they	 represent	 the	 conflicts	 between	 traditional	 norms	 and	 novel	
thinking.	Lowe	sees	that	monsters	were	prominent	in	Augustan	texts	for	both	political	and	
aesthetic	 reasons.	 Rich	 and	 intense	 physical	 and	 psychological	 descriptions	 reflected	 the	
influence	of	Hellenistic	 tastes	and	styles,	but	monsters	may	also	have	reflected	the	“fresh	
spectre	of	 the	civil	wars”,	and	the	tumultuous	transition	from	Republic	 to	Principate11.	 	 In	
assessing	female	monsters	such	as	Scylla,	Medusa,	and	the	Sirens,	Lowe	argues	that	these	
gendered	monstrosities	are	reflections	of	“male-centric	fantasies”	that	cast	the	female	sex	as	
either	 (or	 simultaneously)	 attractive	 and	 repulsive,	 both	 desirable,	 and	 dangerous.12	
Addressing	the	Furies	and	the	Harpies,	Lowe	argues	that	these	female	winged	menaces,	as	

















themes	 of	 maternity	 and	 lament,	 and	 the	 feminine	 narrative	 that	 exists	 alongside	 the	
masculine	narrative	of	perverse	virtus	in	the	epic.15	My	analysis	of	the	female	figures	of	the	
Thebaid	will	 focus	on	 the	 element	of	monstrosity	 present	 in	 female	 characterisation,	 and	
build	upon	some	of	these	earlier	studies	of	feminine	representation,	as	well	as	the	general	
studies	 of	 Vessey,	 Dominik,	 McNelis,	 and	 Ganiban,	 in	 order	 to	 further	 develop	 our	
understanding	of	Statius’	embedded,	alternative	feminine	narrative.16		
Barbara	Creed’s	“monstrous-feminine”	and	Cohen’s	“monster	theory”	are	instructive	
concepts	 for	 an	 examination	 of	 Statian	 monstrosity,	 as	 their	 analyses	 of	 monstrosity	 in	
patriarchal	 culture	 provide	 useful	 guides	 for	 examining	 monsters	 embedded	 in	 texts	


























and	 horror	 in	 the	 poem,	 establishing	 that	 they	 are	 associated	with	 and	 corrupted	 by	 the	
monsters	of	books	1	and	2,	and,	furthermore,	that	they	are	linked	with	other	paradigmatic	
figures	of	threatening	and	perverse	femininity	from	outside	of	the	text,	namely	Erichtho,	the	
night-hag	 of	 Lucan’s	 Bellum	 Civile,	 the	 murderous	 Theban	 mother	 Agave,	 and	 the	
transgressive,	destructive	figures	of	wrathful	Ceres,	and	a	maddened	priest(ess)	of	Cybele.	
















figures	 encountered	 in	 earlier	mythological	 epic	 and	 tragedy,	 exceeding	 their	mythic	 and	
literary	 forbears	 in	 terms	 of	 their	 poetic	 function	 and	 physicality.	 Tisiphone,	 the	 snake-
woman,	 and	 the	 Sphinx	 are	 also	 programmatic	 in	 that	 they	 introduce	 several	 of	 the	 key	
overarching	themes	of	the	epic,	as	well	as	foreshadow	key	events	that	occur	later	in	the	poem.	
At	 the	 outset	 of	 the	 epic,	 then,	 Tisiphone,	 the	 snake-woman,	 and	 the	 Sphinx	 function	 as	












horror	 film	 abounds	 in	 images	 of	 abjection,	 for	 example	 that	 of	 the	 corpse	 (the	 ultimate	
abjection,	for	Kristeva18),	along	with	bodily	wastes	such	as	blood,	faecal	matter	and	putrefying	
flesh.19	Second,	the	crossing	or	confusion	of	borders,	whether	the	border	is	that	between	life	







the	 maternal,	 often	 serve	 to	 establish	 feminine	 figures	 as	 the	 monstrous-feminine,	 a	
pervasive	 trope	within	 the	 genre.	 She	 asserts	 that	 the	monstrosity	 of	 female	monsters	 is	
persistently	 established	 in	 direct	 relation	 to	 the	 female	 sexual-maternal	 body	 and	 its	
functions,	and	that	 figures	of	 fearful	 femininity	 in	modern	horror	 films	reveal	much	about	
masculine	patriarchal	anxieties.23	Creed’s	theory	is	detectable,	 in	an	inchoate,	prototypical	
form,	 in	 the	 mythological	 poetry	 of	 ancient	 Greece	 and	 Rome,	 where	 female	 forms	 are	
frequently	 configured	 as	 monstrous	 through	 overt	 association	 with	 the	 inhuman	 and	
emphasis	on	feminine,	maternal	materiality.24		
From	 the	 epic	 works	 of	 archaic	 Greek	 bards	 through	 to	 those	 of	 Roman	 imperial	















what	Carroll	might	 call	 ontological	 “fusion”28,	 in	 that	 they	 are	unstable	 figures	 combining	
mismatched	 types	 of	 beings,	 existing	 between	 normative	 categories	 of	 existence,	
transgressing	 physical	 and	 natural	 boundaries.	 Monstrosity	 could	 also	 be	 determined	 by	
behaviour	that	targets	and	transgresses	a	society’s	particular	set	of	behavioural	codes,	such	
as	extreme	violence,	murder,	harmful	magic,	infanticide,	and	cannibalism.		
In	 Greek	 and	 Roman	 antiquity,	 as	 in	 modernity,	 the	 physical	 and	 behavioural	
transgression,	excess,	disorder,	and	unreason	of	the	monstrous	was	frequently	linked	with	
the	 feminine.	 An	 archaic	 prefiguring	 of	 Creed’s	 monstrous-feminine	 can	 be	 perceived	
particularly	 in	 the	 foundational	 mythological	 poetry	 of	 Hesiod	 and	 Homer.29	 Both	 poets	










30	 Female	 hybrids	 can	 be	 differentiated	 from	male	 hybrids	 by	 their	 persistent	 a-sociality,	 and	 the	 insistent	
behavioural	trope	of	androphagy:	Doniger,	W.,	“Put	a	Bag	over	Her	Head”	Beheading	Mythological	Women”,	in	
Eilberg-Schwartz,	 H.,	 and	 Doniger,	W.,	 (eds.),	Off	With	 Her	 Head!	 The	 Denial	 of	Women’s	 Identity	 in	Myth,	




reproduction	 of	 the	maternal	 earth,	 Gaia,	 which	 resulted	 in	 a	 proliferation	 of	monstrous	
entities.	Gaia	produces	many	savage	monstrosities,	including	Uranus	(with	whom	she	mated,	






Hydra,	 the	 Chimaera,	 the	 Sphinx,	 and	 the	 Nemean	 Lion	 (304-332).	 Observing	 Hesiod’s	

















Anne	 Carson’s	 influential	 research	 regarding	 the	 notion	 of	 feminine	 pollution	 in	
ancient	 Greece	 informs	 our	 understanding	 of	 the	 ancient	monstrous-feminine,	 as	 female	
monsters	 in	 Greek	 (and	 later	 Roman)	 myth	 and	 poetry	 persistently	 represent	 boundary	
transgression	 linked	 with	 their	 threatening	 sexuality	 and	 unstable	 corporeality.	 Carson	









the	 naturalist	 describes	 the	 female	 body,	 with	 its	 various	 functions	 and	 excretions,	 as	
potentially	overpowering	and	destructive	(HN	7.64-5,	28.77-86).	These	authors	characterise	
women’s	 physicality	 as	moist	 and	 generative,	 a	 formless,	 fertile	 substance	 uncontrolledly	
receiving	and	releasing	matter	and	moisture.36	This	fluidity	of	form	aligns	woman	with	the	
elemental,	natural	world;	she	is	an	unstable	creature,	both	physically	and	mentally	aligned	
with	 the	 wild	 and	 the	 bestial.37	 An	 ancient	 concept	 of	 the	 monstrous-feminine	 can	 be	
perceived	in	the	writings	of	these	authors,	as	well	as	in	Greek	and	Latin	mythological	epic,	
																																																						






which	 regularly	 represented	 female	 emotional	 and	 anatomical	 instability	 through	 both	
human	and	hybrid	figures.	
The	 inherent	 physical	 and	 psychological	 disorder	 of	 the	 female	 was	 a	 prevalent	
concern	 throughout	 antiquity,	with	 authors	 from	archaic	 to	 imperial	 periods	 representing	
threatening	females	endangering	male	minds	and	bodies.38	Female	mythical	monsters	who	
confounded	 physical	 and	 psychological	 boundaries,	 such	 as	 the	 Furies	 and	 Harpies,	 were	
terrifying	to	classical	society,	because	they	manifested	an	anxiety	regarding	women’s	bodies	







have	 their	 boundaries	 confounded,	 and	 also	 often	 confound	 the	 boundaries	 of	 men,	
threatening	their	bodily	wholeness,	their	control,	and	so	their	masculinity.		
In	mythic	 narratives,	monsters	 that	 embodied	 these	 socio-cultural	 preoccupations	
were	 frequently	 shown	 being	 overcome	 (or	 else	 skilfully	 avoided)	 by	 male	 heroes,	 who	
symbolise	the	forces	of	power,	order,	reason,	and	civilisation.41	Therefore	many	Greek	myths	
can	be	read	as	being	symbolic	of	the	triumph	of	ordered,	patriarchal	culture	over	the	irrational	














by	 chaotic,	 excessive,	maternal	 reproduction.	 The	dramatic	defeat	of	 these	monsters	was	
symbolic	 of	 a	 larger,	 cosmic	 triumph:	 that	 of	 masculine	 reason,	 order,	 and	 culture,	 over	
feminine	unreason,	disorder,	and	uncontrolled	nature.45	




















While	 Hesiod	 prefigures	 Creed’s	 monstrous-feminine	 in	 his	 descriptions	 of	
reproductive,	inhuman	female	creatures,	it	is	in	the	poetry	of	the	early	imperial	period	that	
the	 ancient	 monstrous-feminine	 becomes	 more	 defined.	 In	 the	 figures	 of	 Tisiphone,	 the	








In	 Statius’	 female	monsters	we	can	 see	an	evocation	and	amplification	of	 the	monstrous-
feminine	 established	 in	 earlier	 myth	 and	 epic,	 with	 a	 continued	 emphasis	 on	 abjected	
femininity.	 By	 placing	 these	 monsters	 at	 key,	 opening	 stages	 in	 the	 narrative,	 the	 poet	
effectively	 establishes	 their	 roles	 as	 portents	 for	 the	 violent	 episodes	 that	 ensue.	 Their	
prominence	establishes	their	importance	to	the	overall	reading	of	the	poem	–	it	is	as	though	
the	audience	is	positioned	to	read	the	text	through	the	lens	of	horror	that	these	monsters	set	



































One	hundred	vipers	stand	shadowing	her	 face,	 the	 lesser	crowd	of	her	dire	
head;	 cruel	 light	 sits	within	her	 sunken	eyes,	 as	when	Atracian	arts	 redden	
Phoebe’s	labour	through	the	gloom;	suffused	with	venom,	her	skin	stretches	














































52	 This	 act	by	Apollo	 constitutes	a	 complete	 inversion	of	 standard	mythic	narratives,	where	 the	warrior-god	






Plunging	 his	 sword	 deep	 into	 the	 monster’s	 pectore	 duro	 (‘hard	 heart’,	 613),	 Coroebus	
dispatches	the	creature,	sending	her	spirit	back	to	Hades	(612-6).	Adrastus	then	describes	the	
aftermath	of	the	monster’s	death:		








	 	 	 illam	et	nocturno	circum	stridore	uolantes		
	 	 	 impastae	fugistis	aues,	rabidamque	canum	uim	
	 	 	 oraque	sicca	ferunt	trepidorum	inhiasse	luporum.	 	 	
1.616-26	












































While	 from	 the	 bloody	 cliff,	 yielding	 with	 ceasing	 wings,	 she	 smashed	 her	
insatiate	belly	upon	the	rocks.	The	forest	shows	the	horror:	bullocks	fear	the	
nearby	meadow,	and	the	flock	abstains	from	the	cursed	grass.	The	ghost	does	
not	 please	 the	 Dryad	 choirs,	 or	 accommodate	 the	 rites	 of	 the	 Fauns,	 even	
carrion	birds	flee	from	the	prodigious	grove.		
Statius’	 incorporation	 of	 female	 hybrid	 monsters	 shows	 that	 he	 is	 operating	 within	 the	








predecessors,	 she	 is	 strongly	 associated	 with	 death	 and	 the	 chthonic	 realm	 through	 the	
snakes	she	wears	and	wields,	and	her	ability	to	fly	marks	her	out	as	supernatural	and	birdlike.	
Giving	 a	 far	more	detailed	description	of	 the	 Sphinx’s	 physical	 formation	 than	his	 literary	
predecessors,	 Statius	 details	 the	 creature’s	 protruding	 talons,	 feathers,	 and	 sharp,	 bared	























at	 line	 601,	 and	 inlabor,	 meaning	 "to	 flow	 or	 glide"	 at	 602,	 suggests	 that	 the	 creature	
possesses	a	serpentine	lower	half.58	This	composite	form	also	aligns	Statius’	snake-woman	
with	 later	 descriptions	 of	 folkloric	 lamiai,	 rendered	 in	 two	 texts	 of	 the	 Second	 Sophistic,	
Philostratus’	 Life	 of	 Apollonius	 (4.25ff.),	 and	 Dio	 Chrysostom’s	 Discourses	 (5).	 However,	
whereas	these	 later	creatures	are	characterised	by	a	proclivity	for	seducing	and	eating	(or	
sucking	 the	 life	 from)	 young	 men,	 Statius’	 snake-woman	 preys	 upon	 small	 children	
exclusively.		
By	 associating	 his	 monster	 with	 the	 Harpies,	 Furies,	 Gorgons,	 and	 the	 archaic,	
excessively	 fertile,	 flesh-eating	 drakaina	 of	 Hesiod’s	 Theogony,	 Statius	 renders	 a	 figure	
emblematic	 of	 female	 corruption	 and	 disorder.	 Her	 mytho-literary	 antecedents	 are	 all	
characterised	by	a	disturbing	ability	to	confound	mental	and	physical	boundaries:	the	Harpies	
by	dropping	foul,	polluting	excrement;	the	Furies	by	instilling	irrational	madness	and	rage;	the	
Gorgons,	particularly	Medusa,	by	 literally	turning	 living	(generally	male)	bodies	 into	stone;	
and	Echidna	by	embodying	and	reproducing	chaotic	hybridity.	As	monsters	that	transgress	
the	boundaries	of	human	existence,	and	manifestly	confuse	the	categories	of	man,	beast,	and	
god,	 these	 female	 terrors	 are	 extreme	 embodiments	 of	 the	 persistent	 notion	 of	 female	
physical	 and	mental	 disorder	 that	 existed	 in	 the	 Graeco-Roman	 world.	 Observing	 all	 her	












803)	 and	 Scylla	 (Met.	 14.50-67)	 by	 emphasising	 her	 virginal,	 vulnerable	 attributes,59	
highlighting	that	the	creature	has	some	attractive	elements	(her	breast	and	face),	however	
these	 feminine	aspects	 are	quickly	 joined	by	bestial	 imagery,	which	ultimately	 culminates	
with	a	focus	on	a	wounded,	seeping	womb.	Thus,	the	feminine	imagery	of	the	snake-woman	
is	thoroughly	perverted	(the	maidenly	face	is	split	by	a	fierce	serpent,	the	naked	torso	tapers	
into	 a	 serpent	 tail),	 and	 the	 potential	 of	 the	 snake-woman	 to	 embody	 both	 allure	 and	
repulsion	gives	way	to	pure	threat	and	horror,	engendering	fear	and	loathing	amongst	the	




The	 emphasis	 on	 feminine	 sexuality	 and	maternity	 combined	 with	 chaotic	 bestial	
hybridity	 reveals	 how	 Statius’	 monstrous-feminine	 is	 deeply	 rooted	 in	 the	 imagery	 and	
stereotypes	of	archaic	misogyny.	With	each	monster,	emphasis	is	immediately	placed	upon	
their	hybrid	physicality,	 and	 their	bestial	 aspects	are	directly,	 and	 significantly	 linked	with	
their	 femininity.	The	focus	on	the	breasts	of	these	female	monsters,	along	with	their	hair,	
faces,	hands,	and	eyes,	emphasise	their	femininity.	Whereas	earlier	Latin	poets	such	as	Vergil	
and	 Ovid	 frequently	 invoked	 the	 ancient	 monstrous-feminine	 to	 sketch	 the	 paradox	 of	
woman’s	simultaneous	allure	and	vulnerability,	and	 inherent	repulsiveness	and	threat	 (for	
example,	Ovid’s	 Scylla,	Met.	14.1-74,	 and	Medusa,	4.753-803),60	 Statius	 transgresses	 their	















between	 human	 and	 animal,	 between	 culture	 and	 nature,	 that	 persisted	 in	 the	 Roman	
imperial	 period.	 These	 female	monsters	 combine	 and	 confuse	 real-life	 forms,	 assembling	
them	so	that	as	beings	they	cannot	be	adequately	categorised,	and	identity	slips	and	shifts	–	
their	 hybrid	 forms	make	 them	 unclassifiable,	 unknowable,	 uncontrollable.	 Tisiphone,	 the	
Sphinx	and	the	snake-woman	reflect	a	concern	for	physical	and	psychological	boundaries	and	
integrity	–	both	of	which	were	vital	to	contemporary	ideals	of	masculine	power	and	control.	
They	 reveal	 the	 horror	 that	 ensues	 when	 the	 boundary	 between	 man	 and	 beast	 is	
transgressed,	 and	 connect	 that	 horror	with	 the	 female	 sexual	 and	 reproductive	 anatomy.	













Adding	 to	 their	 bestial	 elements,	 Statius	 also	 heightens	 the	 chthonic,	 deathly	
associations	 of	 his	 female	 monsters	 by	 incorporating	 imagery	 of	 death	 into	 their	
characterisations.	 Each	 monster	 in	 turn	 is	 rendered	 as	 decaying	 corpse,	 and	 each	 is	









female	 carcasses	with	 bare	 breasts	 and	wounded	wombs.	 Graphically	 prefiguring	 Creed’s	
notion	 of	 the	 monstrous-feminine,	 and	 embodying	 the	 core	 components	 of	 Kristeva’s	














feature	of	 specifically	 female-oriented	 violence	 serves	 to	 align	 the	 snake-woman	with	 yet	
another	paradigm	of	female	threat:	the	child-killing	reproductive	demon	of	Mediterranean	



























impregnated	 by	 Zeus,	 who	 consequently	 lost	 her	 children	 to	 Hera’s	 wrath,	 and	 became	
disfigured	and	misshapen	by	her	grief,	ultimately	transforming	into	a	fearsome	(sometimes	
paedocidal,	sometimes	paedophagous)	female	monster	(described	by	Diodorus	Siculus	20.41,	
and	Heraclitus	De	 incredibilibus	34,	as	distinctly	bestial)	 intent	on	 repeatedly	 inflicting	her	
own	terrible	 fate	upon	other	women,	creating	a	violent	cycle	of	birth	and	death.68	 Joseph	
Fontenrose	highlights	the	concurrence	of	the	narratives	of	the	archetypical	Lamia	and	Statius’	
























of	 her	 male	 victims	 against	 her	 naked	 breast	 as	 though	 they	 were	 suckling	 infants.72	
Slaughtering,	dismembering,	and	eating,	rather	than	feeding	and	nourishing,	is	a	key	aspect	
of	 the	maternal	 inversion	and	perversion	 inherent	 in	these	figures.	The	aberrant	maternal	
gestures	of	the	female	monsters	serve	to	heighten	the	disturbing	reflection	of	the	female	in	
the	Thebaid.	
The	 death	 of	 the	 Theban	 Sphinx	 mirrors	 that	 of	 the	 snake-woman,	 in	 that	 the	
monster’s	womb	 is	 the	 site	 of	 her	 fatal	wounding.	 Creed	establishes	 that	 the	monstrous-
feminine	is	not	strictly	embodied	in	the	maternal	figure	or	her	physicality,	but	more	in	her	
dismembered,	disembodied	reproductive	parts:	her	breasts	and	her	womb.73		Likewise,	Judith	
(Jack)	Halberstam	 is	 conscious	of	 the	deconstruction	of	 the	maternal	 body	 as	 vital	 to	 the	
construction	 of	 gothic	 horror,	 they	 argue	 that	 woman	 becomes	 monster	 when	 she	 is	
“deconstructed	into	her	messiest	and	most	slippery	parts,	as	images	of	the	reproductive	body	















to	 be	 and	 also	 formless	 flesh	 that	 refuses	 to	 become	 human….The	 female	



























and	 Eteocles,	 infecting	 them	with	 the	 furor	and	 compulsion	 for	nefas	 that	will	 ultimately	
engulf	Argos	and	Thebes.	The	gruesome	imagery	that	accompanies	the	snake-woman	and	the	




Book	 12,	 where	 Polynices	 and	 Eteocles,	 having	 returned	 to	 their	 origins,	 effectively	
dismember	their	generation	of	the	cursed	Theban	dynasty,	through	their	mutual	destruction.	





































































	 Statius’	 specification	 that	 the	proluuies	 leaks	 from	 the	 corpse’s	womb	endows	 the	












theirs,	 and	 faces	 ever	 gaunt	with	 hunger…But	 suddenly,	with	 fearful	
swoop	 from	 the	mountains	 the	 Harpies	 are	 upon	 us,	 and	 with	 loud	
clanging	shake	their	wings,	plunder	the	feast;	and	with	unclean	touch	
mire	every	dish.85	
The	 term	proluuies	 is	 significant	here.	 In	his	discussion	of	Vergil’s	Harpies,	Dunstan	 Lowe	
notes	 the	 ambiguity	 of	 the	 term,	 and	 argues	 that	 whilst	 it	 may	 stand	 for	 the	 birdlike	










menstruating	women	were	 contagious	 and	malodorous,	 their	 touch	 and	even	 their	mere	
approach	had	a	sterilising	effect	upon	the	world	around	them,	their	glances	could	rust	metal,	
tarnish	mirrors,	 blunt	 knives,	 and	 their	blood,	 if	 touched	or	 tasted,	 could	 cause	 rabies	or	
infection	(7.64;	28.77-86).	Felton	also	notes	that	the	word	Pliny	uses	to	refer	to	menstrual	





linked	 to	 her	 sexual	 anatomy,	 graphically	 representing	 contemporary	 concerns	 Roman	
society	had	regarding	women’s	bodies.		
The	Sphinx	 shares	 the	 imagery	of	 corruption	and	pollution	with	Tisiphone	and	 the	
snake-woman.	Her	body	is	similarly	described	as	being	suffused	with	disease	and	putrefying	
matter,	 her	wings	 covered	 in	 congealed	 gore.	 The	 heightened	 emphasis	 on	 pollution	 and	










Dirce,	 with	 discordant	 song,	 and	 you	 brought,	 you	 brought	 a	
murderous	grief,	a	deadly	curse	to	our	native	land.	A	deadly	god	
he	 was	 who	 brought	 all	 this	 to	 pass.	 Mourning	 of	 mothers,	
mourning	of	maidens,	filled	the	houses	with	groans;	a	lamenting	
cry,	 a	 lamenting	 song,	 one	 after	 another	 wailed	 out,	 in	 turn	









savage	 lion,	 stirred	up	her	 threatening	wrath,	 I	 asked	her	 riddle.	










and	 bodily	 impurity	 in	 his	 description	 of	 her	 death;	 throwing	 herself	 from	 her	 cliff,	 she	
becomes	 a	 mangled	 carcass	 with	 a	 burst	 aluus,	 the	 corpse	 then	 contaminates	 the	
surrounding	 landscape,	 and	 the	 creatures	 living	 nearby	 dread	 to	 approach	 the	 infected	
grove.			
Detailing	 sexual	 features	 and	 linking	 them	 with	 images	 of	 sterility	 and	 infection,	
Statius	 casts	 his	 female	monsters	 as	 nightmarish	 embodiments	 of	 two	negative	 tropes	 of	
femininity:	 threating	 feminine	 sexuality,	 and	 repulsive	 feminine	 anatomy.	 In	 her	 bodily	




and	 spreads	 the	 wasting	 condition	 of	 extreme	 negative	 emotion,	 casting	 it	 down	 on	 the	
Theban	 princes,	 overpowering	 and	 impairing	 their	 rationality,	 their	 mental	 and	 physical	
integrity.	The	pallor	and	putrefaction	of	her	flesh,	the	snakes	on	her	head	and	in	her	hands,	
the	distemper	she	breathes,	all	combine	to	signify	her	venomous,	infectious	condition.	The	
















and	 being	 enacted	 upon,	 the	 body	 of	 the	mother.	 The	 pollution	 and	 instability,	 and	 the	
boundary	transgression	that	is	manifest	in	the	feminine	bodies	of	the	Fury,	the	Argive	snake-
woman	and	Theban	Sphinx	 supplies	 the	poem	with	an	early	paradigm	 for	 the	contagious,	
regressive	 and	 self-destructive	 sickness	 that	wreaks	 havoc	 upon	 the	 Theban	 family,93	 and	







is	 clearly	 modelled	 upon	 the	 prominent	 Furies	 of	 earlier	 Roman	 epic,	 she	 surpasses	 her	











the	 river	 Styx	 as	 preamble,	 before	 aiming	 his	 speech	 directly	 at	 the	 fury	 (56-60).	 As	 he	
recounts	the	events	of	his	life,	Oedipus	emphasises	that	he	was	only	able	to	defeat	the	Theban	
Sphinx	under	her	 guidance	 (67),	 and	entered	 into	unnatural	 and	evil	wedlock	 resulting	 in	
children	borne	for	her	(tibi,	70),	as	she	herself	knows	(70).	Oedipus	then	refers	to	her	as	his	
appropriate	 champion	 (tu…debita	 vindex,	 80),	 and	 as	 the	 queen	 of	 the	 Tartarean	 chasm	
(Tartarei	 regina	 barathri,	 85).	 Oedipus	 effectively	 establishes	 that	 Tisiphone	 has	 been	
invested	in	his	 life	since	its	beginning;	she	nursed	him	in	her	 lap	after	Jocasta’s	attempted	
infanticide	(60-61),	and	herself	orchestrated	both	his	triumphs	and	tragic,	ruinous	mistakes,	
all	 for	 her	 own	 benefit	 (62-74).	 Tisiphone	 is	 thus	 set	 up	 at	 the	 outset	 of	 Statius’	 epic	 as	
Oedipus’	mother,96	master,	tutor,	and	divine	avenger,	as	well	as	queen	of	the	underworld	–	
and	just	as	she	has	long	dominated	the	lives	of	Oedipus	and	his	offspring,	she	will	dominate	














is	 described	 as	 relishing	 war,	 madness,	 and	 crime,	 she	 is	 loathed	 by	 all,	 and	 has	 many	
fearsome	 forms,	 with	 many	 black	 serpents	 sprouting	 from	 her	 visage	 (325-329).	 Juno	
commands	Allecto	to	sow	violent	discord	between	the	Latins	and	the	Trojans	(330-340).	The	






to	 wander	 freely	 in	 the	 upper	 realm,	 she	 dismisses	 her,	 and	 resumes	 control	 (552-560).	
Obedient,	Allecto	returns	to	her	dismal	cavern,	to	the	relief	of	heaven	and	earth	(560-571).	
Ovid	 provides	 an	 even	 more	 extreme	 representation	 of	 furial	 potency	 and	 physicality	 in	
Metamorphoses	4,	in	his	retelling	of	the	story	of	Ino	and	Athamas	(Met.	4.464-511).	Ovid’s	




the	Hydra.	 Upon	 completing	 her	 task,	 Ovid’s	 Tisiphone	 sheds	 her	 furial	 accessories	 “as	 if	
removing	a	costume”99	(4.511).		
Statius	endows	his	Fury	with	far	more	power	and	agency	than	Vergil	allows	his	Allecto,	






of	 his	 epic,	 before	 any	 of	 the	Olympian	 gods	 have	 intervened.	The	 two	 earlier	 Furies	 are	
secondary	figures,	subordinate	to	both	the	supernal	and	 infernal	deities;	 they	fulfil	cameo	
appearances	in	their	respective	epics,	being	summoned,	deployed,	and	dismissed	by	Juno.	In	














being	 worn	 by	 Eriphyle,	 ensuring	 Amphiarus’	 death	 (4.211-214).	 In	 Book	 5	 she	 is	 Venus’	
accomplice	in	instilling	violent	rage	amongst	the	Lemnian	women,	inciting	them	to	enact	their	






leading	up	 to	 the	 fratricide,	 as	 she	boasts	 of	 her	wicked	deeds	 and	planned	grande	opus	
(11.100)	with	her	sister	Megaera:	Tydeus’	grisly	anthropophagy	(11.85-8;	8.751-7),	Capaneus’	










Unlike	 Allecto,	 and	 Ovidian	 Tisiphone,	 Statius’	 Tisiphone	 is	 permitted	 to	 range	 and	 rage	
unchecked	in	the	Thebaid,	appearing	at	regular	intervals	to	incite	violence	and	madness.	Her	
influence	 in	 the	 epic	 is	 both	 cosmic	 and	miasmic,	 as	 she	 seeps	 into	 every	 aspect	 of	 the	
narrative.		
	 While	Vergil	incorporates	the	Furies	into	his	epic	narrative	to	illustrate	his	interest	in	





















The	 Fury,	 the	 snake-woman,	 and	 the	 Sphinx	 collectively	 establish	 Statius	 own	 powerful	
version	of	the	monstrous-feminine.	They	are	connected	by	their	close	textual	proximity	to	
each	other,	and	their	presence	at	the	narrative	forefront.	They	all	reflect	back	on	each	other,	
each	 in	 turn	 being	 characterised	 with	 clear	 emphasis	 on	 the	 feminine	 aspects	 of	 their	
anatomy,	as	well	as	their	bestial	hybridity,	and	the	imagery	of	death	and	disease.	Each	female	







As	mythic	monsters	 rendered	 in	vivid	descriptive	passages,	Tisiphone,	 the	serpent-
woman	 and	 Sphinx	 may	 function	 straightforwardly	 as	 narrative	 digressions	 designed	 to	
inspire	a	pleasing	thrill	of	fear	in	the	poet’s	audience,	or	as	early	signs	of	the	poet’s	intent	to	
deliver	a	narrative	of	unrelenting	horror.	They	may	also	function	as	portents	of	the	terrible	
violence	 and	 destruction	 that	 is	 about	 to	 unfold.	 They	 certainly	 exemplify	 a	 prevalent	
contemporary	anxiety	 relating	 to	 the	 female	body	and	 its	 functions.	Tisiphone,	 the	snake-




















who	must	watch	with	mounting	 dread	 as	 the	warring	 Theban	 brothers	move	 irrevocably	
towards	their	violent	ends.		
Although	 the	 Fury,	 the	 snake-woman,	 and	 the	 Sphinx	 appear	 to	 be	 marginal,	
presented	as	they	are	in	passages	seemingly	disconnected	from	the	main,	human	narrative,	
they	 are	 in	 fact	 central	 to	 Statius’	 program	 of	 horror.	 From	 their	 prominent	 narrative	
positions,	these	monsters	foreshadow	the	oncoming	horrors	of	the	epic,	effectively	offering	
previews	for	the	furor-	and	nefas-fuelled	events	such	as	the	violent	generational	slaughter	
enacted	by	 the	Seven	and	 the	Theban	 forces,	 the	masculine	dissolution	presented	on	 the	
Theban	killing	fields,	and	the	gruesome	anthropophagy	of	Tydeus.	More	than	this,	with	their	
deathlike	bodies,	they	embody	and	symbolise	one	of	the	main	accelerants	of	the	narrative,	






















snake-woman,	 and	 the	Theban	Sphinx	 is	 developed	by	 the	application	of	Barbara	Creed’s	
modern	 critical	 concept	 of	 the	 monstrous-feminine.	 In	 Statius’	 descriptions	 of	 these	
monsters,	the	reader	can	perceive	those	aspects	of	Kristeva’s	abject	outlined	by	Creed	(bodily	
waste,	 boundary	 confusion,	 threatening	 maternity),	 and,	 furthermore,	 three	 ancient	
representations	of	Creed’s	monstrous-feminine.	Each	creature	 is	overwhelmingly	 feminine	
and	maternal,	completely	transgressive,	traversing	the	borders	of	the	natural	and	unnatural,	












world	 of	 the	 epic,	 are	 described	 with	 seemingly	 inconsistent	 similes	 and	 parallels	 that	
associate	them	with	the	negative,	transgressive,	and	destructive	forces	at	work	within	the	
poem.	Statius’	representations	of	female	figures	such	as	Argia,	Ide	and	Jocasta,	Polyxo,	and	
the	 Lemnian	women	 share	 references	 and	 contrasts	 that	 are	 a	 vital	 aspect	 of	 the	 poet’s	
technique	 of	 association,	 which	 creates	 a	 pervasive	 web	 of	 feminine	 threat	 that	 spreads	
across	 his	 epic,	 undermining	 the	 proposed	 narrative	 of	 feminine	 virtue	 that	 resists	 the	
masculine	narrative	of	perverse	heroism.102	William	Dominik	has	recently	demonstrated	the	
significance	of	similes	in	the	Thebaid	in	aligning	the	epic’s	heroes	with	the	central	themes	of	
the	 epic,	 and	 therefore	 keeping	 the	 key	 ideas	 that	 underpin	 the	 poem	 at	 the	 narrative	
forefront.103	Dominik’s	discussion	of	Statius’	similes	focusses	on	the	male	protagonists,	and	
emphasises	 three	 central	 themes	within	 the	poem:	 the	abuse	of	 supernatural	 power,	 the	
abuse	 of	 monarchal	 power,	 and	 the	 consequences	 of	 these	 abuses.	 The	 similes	 used	 to	
describe	key	 female	 figures	are	also	 thematically	 significant,	 as	 they	extend	 the	 theme	of	
distinctly	feminine	menace	and	monstrosity,	making	this	another	persistent	theme	within	the	
poem,	 closely	 connected	 to	 the	 motifs	 of	 violence,	 criminality,	 madness,	 death,	 and	
destruction.	Whereas	 Statius	 predominantly	 uses	 bestial,	 nautical,	 and	 natural	 similes	 to	









and	wrathful	 goddesses.	 The	 female	 characters	 of	 the	 poem	 are	 yet	 further	 aligned	with	





femininity.	 In	Book	1,	she	appears	as	 the	dutiful,	and	virginal	daughter	of	 the	Argive	king,	
Adrastus;	in	Book	2	she	is	the	modest	bride	of	the	exiled	Theban	prince,	Polynices;	in	Thebaid	
3	she	is	the	devoted	wife,	assuming	and	promoting	her	husband’s	politico-military	desires	and	
aspirations,	 and	 in	 Book	12	Argia’s	marital	 fidelity	 to	 Polynices	 reaches	 new	heights	 (and	
transgresses	new	boundaries)	as	she	heroically	pursues	her	warring	(now	dead)	husband	into	
Theban	territory.	These	virtuous	aspects	of	Argia’s	characterisation	have	been	the	focus	of	
several	 recent	 analyses	 of	 her	 role	 in	 the	 narrative,104	 with	 Helen	 Lovatt	 arguing:	 “In	
comparison	with	the	men	who	desired	and	carried	out	the	war	of	destruction,	the	female	
seems	to	be	represented	here	[in	Argia’s	character,	Book	12]	as	the	positive,	generative	part	
of	 humanity,	 giving	 birth	 rather	 than	 causing	 death.”105	 	 Argia’s	 characterisation	 is	
complicated,	though,	by	the	embedded	Argive	aetion	of	Book	1,	which	contains	features	that	
belie	 Argia’s	 identity	 as	 virtuous	 daughter,	wife,	 and	mother,	 and	 prove	 ominous	 for	 the	
actions	 and	 fate	 of	 the	 Argo-Theban	 queen.	 Through	 her	 connection	 with	 the	 princess-
																																																						
104	Keith,	A.,	“Sexus	Muliebris	in	Flavian	Epic”,	2013,	pp.	291-4;	Bessone,	F.,	“Love	and	War:	Feminine	Models,	










Argia	 is	 first	 mentioned	 in	 the	 poem	 during	 the	 introduction	 of	 the	 Argive	 king,	
Adrastus,	who	is	described	as	lacking	in	sons	(sexus	melioris	‘the	better	sex’,	393),	but	being	
invigorated	by	 female	offspring,	who	support	him	as	 twin	promises	of	daughters	 (pignore	
natarum,	 394).	Here,	 the	narrating	voice	outlines	a	mysterious	prophecy	of	Apollo,	which	
foretold	 the	 arrival	 of	 his	 future	 sons-in-law:	 a	 bristly	 boar,	 and	 a	 tawny	 lion	 (395-400).		
Neither	Argia,	nor	her	sister	Deiphyle,	are	named	at	this	point,	instead	they	are	referred	to	as	
proles	 feminea	 (‘female	 offspring’,	 393-94).	 Argia	 herself	 enters	 the	 narrative	 later,	 after	
Adrastus	has	recognised	his	guests,	Polynices	(wearing	a	lion	skin)	and	Tydeus	(wearing	a	boar	






















but	was	 later	 torn	 apart	 by	 rabid	 dogs	 (587-90).106	When	 the	 princess,	 now	mater	 (591),	
learned	of	her	son’s	grisly	death,	fear,	shame,	and	her	father	left	her	mind	(591-2).		She	filled	




description	 of	 Argia.107	 The	 past	 and	 present	 princesses	 share	 the	 features	 of	 wondrous	




female	 socio-familial	 role	 –	 producers	 of	 children	 and	 preservers	 of	 bloodlines	 –	 in	 their	
respective	characterisations;	through	these	characters	the	issues	of	maternity,	fertility,	and	








themselves	 intensify	 the	 emphasis	 on	 these	 concerns	 through	 their	 apparent	 shared	
preoccupation	with	their	daughters’	virginity,	and	purity:	Adrastus	sees	his	daughters	as	the	
lesser	sex,	symbols	of	the	children	they	will	bear	and	the	dynastic	continuity	he	might	achieve	









































output	of	 their	daughters.	 In	 the	characterisations	of	 the	princesses,	 there	 is	a	prominent	
concern	regarding	containment	and	concealment.	This	paternal	anxiety	regarding	the	female	

















engulf	Argos	 in	 criminal	 civil	war;113	 through	her	 female	body,	 the	 rest	of	Argos	becomes	
infected	 with	 warmongering,	 vengeful	 spirit.114	 The	 contagion	 that	 the	 snake-woman	
embodies	 is	significant	for	Argia,	as,	 in	the	main	narrative,	she	becomes	polluted	with	the	
Theban	 sickness.	Argia	 can	be	 seen	 to	absorb	her	husband’s	disturbed	obsession	with	his	
patria	and	 familia	 in	Book	3	 (678-710),	and	 the	Theban	sickness	 spreads	 from	her,	 to	her	
family,	to	her	city,	and	to	her	son	(who,	beyond	the	scope	of	the	text,	will	lead	the	sons	of	the	
Seven,	 the	 Epigonoi,	 in	 another	 Theban	 civil	 war).	 The	 contagious	 snake-woman	 may	












of	 their	 maternal	 role,	 destroys	 family	 and	 society,	 and	 thoroughly	 upsets	 generational	
continuity.	Throughout	Argia’s	introduction	into	the	poem,	she	remains	unnamed,	and	focus	





she	 undertakes	 her	 own	 pious,	 heroic	 feat:	 overcoming	 both	 gendered	 and	 geographic	
boundaries	she	scours	the	Theban	battlefield	for	the	corpse	of	her	husband,	and	infiltrates	
the	 Theban	 urbs	 herself	 (12.177-348).115	 Prompted	 by	 her	 pietas,	 pudor,	 and	 mighty	
mourning,	 Argia	 is	 resolved	 to	 perform	 funeral	 rites	 for	 Polynices,	 and	 therefore	 acts	 in	
opposition	 to	 the	 tyrant	 Creon	 (177-86).	 The	 poet	 stresses	 her	 unwomanly	 courage	 and	





















just	 as	 in	 the	 Phrygian	night	when	Dindymus	 echoes	with	 lamentation,	 the	
leader	 of	 the	band	 is	 swept	 toward	pine-bearing	 Simois’	 river,	 the	 goddess	
herself	having	elected	her	blood,	gave	the	blade	and	marked	her	with	the	leafy	
sacrificial	band.			
The	 simile	 refers	 to	 Cybelean	 worship,	 and	 casts	 Argia	 as	 a	 maddened,	 knife-bearing	
priest(ess),	 bringing	 the	 imagery	 of	 gender	 and	 bodily	 transgression,	 and	 of	 blood	 and	
supernaturally-inspired	 madness,	 to	 the	 image	 of	 a	 pious,	 lamenting	 woman.	 Again	 the	
Statian	audience	is	reminded	of	feminine	disorder	and	unreason,	which,	through	the	simile,	
is	 shown	 completely	 overwhelming	 the	 masculine	 body	 and	 mind,	 as	 the	 masculine	 dux	
becomes	the	feminine	vesana.		
























her	daughter	Proserpine	 is	 lost,	having	been	raped	by	Hades,	she	 is	wroth,	and	metes	out	
destruction	upon	the	earth,	spoiling	the	fertility	of	the	land	and	spreading	ruin.	
Both	of	Argia’s	similes,	along	with	narrative	allusions	to	both	Medea	and	the	Amazons,	
are	 suggestive	 of	 feminine	 power	 and	 threat.117	 They	 also	 indicate	 the	 subversion	 of	 the	
masculine	body,	mind,	and	civilisation,	and	the	dismantling	of	masculine	reason,	order,	and	












Both	 Ide	 and	 Jocasta,	 two	 prominent	 Theban	 matrons,	 like	 Argia	 enact	 monstrous	
metamorphoses	 in	 their	 grief,	with	 both	women	 ultimately	 becoming	 feminine	 figures	 of	
death,	terror	and	awe,	like	the	monsters	of	books	1	and	2.118	Ide	appears	in	Book	3,	in	the	
midst	of	a	huge	throng	of	maddened	Theban	mourners,	who	have	poured	out	of	the	city	walls	







	 	 	 cui	gentile	nefas	hominem	revocare	canendo,		
	 	 	 multifida	attollens	antiqua	lumina	cedro	




	 	 	 vulgus	et	explorat	manes,	cui	plurima	busto	
	 	 	 imperet	ad	superos:	animarum	maesta	queruntur		










not	only	because	she	 is	 the	most	prominent,	and	arguably	 the	most	horrifying,	Thessalian	
witch	 of	 antiquity,	 but	 also	 because	 she	 enacts	 the	 specific	 deeds	 outlined	 in	 the	 Statian	
simile.	Lovatt	says	of	Erichtho	“she	raises	the	dead,	as	the	grieving	mother	longs	to	do;	she	
mutilates	the	dead	body	rather	than	tearing	her	own	hair	and	cheeks.	She	is	a	figure	of	female	





De	Bello	Civili	 in	 the	Thebaid”,	 in	Dominik,	W.J.,	Newlands,	C.E.,	and	Gervais,	K.,	 (eds.),	Brill’s	Companion	 to	









than	 commemorating	 the	 battle	 dead,	 signifying	 the	 complete	 perversion	 of	 the	 proper	
maternal	role	in	the	patriarchal,	political	and	military	context.121		
In	 the	Bellum	Civile,	 Erichtho	 is	 vividly	depicted	 rummaging	 through	corpses	on	an	
abandoned	 battlefield,	 searching	 the	 carcasses,	 and	 revivifying	 dead	 soldiers	 to	 deliver	
prophecies,	inspiring	hatred	and	anxiety	in	both	gods	and	mortals.	She	is	a	figure	of	extreme	
transgression,	 as	 an	 uncontrolled	 female	 wielding	 overwhelming	 cosmic	 power,	 who	
dominates	 the	 masculine	 landscape	 of	 the	 battlefield,	 molesting	 masculine	 bodies,	 and	
violating	the	crucial	boundary	between	life	and	death.	Thus,	in	this	strange,	dissonant	simile,	
Statius	adopts	the	very	heart	of	Lucanian	horror,	and	the	very	emblem	of	the	breakdown	of	
boundaries,	 further	 aligning	 the	 feminine	with	 the	monstrous,	 and	 revealing	 that	his	 epic	
universe	and	its	characters	are	inverted	and	perverted	by	the	horror	of	civil	war.	122	
By	evoking	Erichtho	at	this	point,	during	the	first	of	many	affective	feminine	laments	
in	 the	 Thebaid,	 Statius	 abruptly	 causes	 his	 audience	 to	 recall	 a	 figure	 who	 perverts	 and	
parodies	female	mourning	rituals.123	While	Ide	displays	all	the	signs	of	traditional,	maternal	






122	 Alternatively,	 David	 Vessey	 has	 observed	 that	 the	 simile	 is	 incongruous,	 that	 the	 only	 point	 of	 contrast	













she	 searches	 for	 the	 corpses	 of	 her	 sons	 to	 perform	 the	 accustomed	 rites,	 the	mourning	





Ide’s	 fearsome,	 highly	 physical	 display	 of	 grief	 prefigures	 the	 later	 appearances	 of	
Argia,	 as	well	 as	 the	 Argive	mourners	 of	 Book	 12,	meaning	 that	 the	 image	 of	 Erichtho	 is	
transferred	 into	the	final	stages	of	 the	text,	and	Lucan’s	night-hag	overshadows	the	epic’s	
feminine	narrative.	Argia	resembles	Ide	in	that	she	performs	the	same	frenzied	journey	across	
the	 same	Theban	battlefield,	 and	 like	 the	Theban	mother	 she	 slips	 and	 stumbles	 through	
weapons	and	carnage,	bending	back	each	corpse	and	scanning	bloodied	faces	for	the	one	she	
recognises	 (284-90).	 Argia	 is	 implicitly	 contrasted	 with	 Erichtho	 when	 she	 finds	 the	 right	
corpse,	as	she	lays	her	full	body	upon	it,	kissing	it,	and	gathering	up	the	gore	from	his	hair	and	
clothes	(318-21),	just	as	the	witch	does	(BC	6.525,	554-6,	563-8).125	The	allusion	to	Erichtho	is	












excessive,	 and	 transgressive,	 and	 indicate	 cosmic	 corruption	 that	 cannot	 be	 exorcised	 by	
Theseus’	masculine	triumph	in	Book	12,	or	the	cathartic,	palliative	act	of	feminine	lament.126		
Just	as	Erichtho	is	a	symbol	of	catastrophic	feminine	disorder,	so	Ide,	and	Argia,	and	the	Argive	




















Through	 this	 simile,	 Statius	 links	 Jocasta	with	 the	 infernal	 power	 that	 fuels	 the	 fratricidal	
conflict,	even	as	she	tries	to	establish	peace	between	her	sons.129	The	simile	reveals	Jocasta’s	
































present	 generation,	 creating	 a	 pattern	 of	 constant	 regression	 and	 repetition	 that	 is	
engendered	(though	unwittingly)	by	the	feminine.	Here,	through	Jocasta,	the	overpowering	
nature	of	Theban	furor	and	nefas	 is	highlighted,	as	the	Theban	mother,	seeking	peace	and	
redemption,	 evokes	 the	 ultimate	 maternal	 transgression	 of	 her	 predecessor.132	 Agave’s	
dismemberment	 of	 Pentheus	 (who	 so	 prized	 his	 masculinity)	 amounted	 to	 primal	 and	
ultimate	 emasculation,	 the	 act	 playing	 out	 a	 nightmare	 scenario	 of	 a	 symbolic	 return	 (or	
regression)	 of	 the	 masculine	 into	 the	 mental	 and	 physical	 chaos,	 boundlessness,	 and	
endlessness	of	the	feminine	and	maternal.133	The	references	to	the	Fury,	and	the	Maenad-
mother	 in	 Jocasta’s	 characterisation	highlight	 the	perversion	 and	 subversion	of	masculine	
epic	values,	and	hint	darkly	at	the	true	powers	within	the	text:	the	Fury	Tisiphone,	and	the	
inescapable,	cyclical	curse	that	drives	the	Theban	house	to	furor	and	nefas.	These	allusions	













confirms	 the	 impossibility	 of	 escape	 from	 cursed,	 contaminating	 Theban	 heredity,	 and	
highlights	the	ultimate	failure	of	human	agency	socio-familial	piety	and	morality	in	the	poem.	
Both	similes	serve	 to	darken	 Jocasta’s	characterisation	with	 the	 threat	of	maternal	
infanticide	–	an	act	symbolically	represented	in	the	violent	maternal	gestures	of	the	snake-




herself,	 as	 Fury,	 as	 murderous	 Theban	 mother,	 Jocasta	 appears	 as	 the	 symbolic	 (and	
inescapably	physical)	criminal	origin	that	all	descendants	of	Cadmus	must	ultimately	return	
to;135	 as	 Hershkowitz	 asserts	 “Jocasta	 functions	 as	 an	 ever-present	 Fury	 in	 the	 Theban	
house.”136		


























the	 myth	 of	 the	 Lemnian	 women:	 Apollonius	 Rhodius’	 Hellenistic	 Argonautica,	 Valerius	
Flaccus’	Flavian	epic	of	the	same	title.	Statius	offers	a	far	more	extensive	and	comprehensive	
characterisation	of	Polyxo	than	his	predecessors	do.	Whereas	Apollonius	and	Valerius	present	
her	 as	 a	 wizened	 nurse	 and	 a	 foreign	 prophetess,	 respectively,	 in	 Statius’	 epic	 Polyxo	 is	
transformed	into	a	maenad,	mother,	wife,	Fury,	and	murderer.	In	Polyxo’s	rhetoric,	and	in	the	
collective	 characterisation	 of	 the	 Lemnian	 women,	 references	 to	 Theban	 bacchants,	 the	











function	 in	 episode	 is	 important	 to	 our	 reading	 of	 the	 epic	 as	 a	 whole.141	 Through	 her	
apparent	anxiety	regarding	her	increasing	age,	wasting	youth,	and	the	waning	of	her	sexual	
identity,	Polyxo	accentuates	key	themes	raised	within	the	text,	such	as	mortality	and	(often	








narrating	 voice	 in	 Apollonius’	 epic	 (1.609-26),	 and	 more	 comprehensively	 presented	 in	














(1.675-697).	 Valerius	 presents	 Polyxo	 similarly	 as	 an	 aged	 wise	 woman,	 but	 imbues	 her	
character	with	vatic	abilities,	transforming	her	into	a	mysterious,	foreign	priestess	of	Apollo.	
As	with	Apollonius’	Lemnian	narrative,	Polyxo	enters	the	narrative	after	the	androcide	and	


























her	 model	 of	 normality,	 Polyxo	 asserts	 that	 the	 emptiness	 of	 their	 marriages,	 and	 their	
wombs,	goes	against	nature	(111-117).	She	demands	that	they	take	the	daughters	of	Danaus,	
who	dutifully	slaughtered	their	sleeping	husbands,	and	Thracian	Procne,	who	with	her	own	
hands	avenged	her	marriage	and	ate	with	 (pariter,	122)145	her	spouse,	as	 their	 inspiration	








these	 four	 together	 in	my	 lap,	glory	and	solace	of	 their	 father,	 though	they	













a	 sword	upon	her	bed	 (134-139).	Polyxo	 then	suggests	 that	 there	may	be	Thracian	brides	








(155-157).	 Venus	 is	 also	 present,	 though	 invisible,	 providing	 weapons	 and	 wrath	 to	 the	
women	 (157-158).	 Polyxo,	 in	 keeping	 with	 her	 promise,	 offers	 up	 her	 son	 as	 a	 binding	




From	 the	 outset	 of	 her	 appearance,	 it	 is	 clear	 that	 Polyxo’s	 character,	 though	
preserved	from	Apollonius’	and	Valerius’	renditions	of	the	story,	has	undergone	a	radical	and	
																																																						
146	Augoustakis	argues	 that	 in	 their	 frenzy,	 the	Lemnian	women	become	abjected,	alien	 ‘others’,	akin	 to	 the	
uncivilised	Thracian	women	from	across	the	sea:	Augoustakis,	Motherhood	and	the	Other,	2010,	p.	50.		
	 69	
monstrous	 transformation.	 The	 importation	 of	 Polyxo’s	 character	 into	 this	 part	 of	 the	
Lemnian	narrative	drastically	 changes	 the	 cause,	 tone	and	effect	of	 the	whole	episode.147	
Whereas	Apollonius	 and	Valerius	present	Polyxo	 as	 an	 aged	wise	woman,	 conscientiously	
promoting	 a	 return	 to	 the	 security	 and	 stability	 of	 traditional	 patriarchal	 society,	 Statius	




of	 Polyxo’s	 speech,	 and	 the	 assembly	 itself,	 becomes	 menacing	 rather	 than	 optimistic,	
portending	 intrafamilial	 murder	 and	 mayhem	 instead	 of	 the	 restoration	 and	 renewal	 of	
wholesome	social	and	familial	bonds.	The	result	of	the	altered	assembly	scene,	and	the	grove	
scene	 that	 follows,	 is	 an	 intense	 portrait	 of	 feminine	 transgression	 and	 horror,	 where	
feminine,	 nostalgic	 and	 erotic	 imagery	 is	 disturbingly	melded	with	masculine	military	 and	
political	imagery	of	swords,	war	councils,	inflammatory	rhetoric,	and	gruesome	slaughter.	
The	 emphasis	 Statius	 places	 on	 Polyxo’s	 maternal	 and	 conjugal	 identity,	 through	












is	 particularly	 ominous	 given	 that	 Statius’	 audience	 has	 already	 encountered	 several	
disturbing	 figures	 that	 combine	 femininity	 with	 bestiality,	 namely	 Tisiphone	 (1.88-130),	







Statius’	 combination	 of	 maternal,	 maenadic,	 and	 furial	 imagery	 also	 creates	 a	
significant	connection	between	the	Lemnian	mother,	and	the	matriarch	of	the	Theban	house,	
Jocasta.	 Both	 Jocasta	 and	 Polyxo	 bear	 infelix	 sons,	 whose	 lives	 they	 forfeit	 due	 to	 the	






	 	 	 rapta	deo,	cum	sacra	vocant	Idaeaque	suadet	









and	 Jocasta	 bring	 transgressive,	 destructive,	 emasculating	maenadism	 into	 the	masculine	





Statius	 intensifies	 the	 theme	 of	 atrocity-tainted	 maternity,	 and	 the	 perversion	 of	 the	
feminine,	 which	 has	 already	 surfaced	 in	 the	 figures	 of	 Tisiphone,	 Apollo’s	 snake-woman	
(1.596-626),	 the	 Theban	 Sphinx	 (2.504-523),	 and	 Ide	 (3.133-168).	 The	 Lemnian	 women	
effectively	act	out	a	horror	show	that	confirms	the	inherent	female	malevolence	symbolically	
represented	 in	 the	 monsters	 of	 books	 1	 and	 2,	 and	 only	 hinted	 at	 in	 the	 ambiguous	
descriptions	of	Statius’	female	characters.		
Compounding	the	distinctly	 female	menace	of	 the	episode,	Statius	also	evokes	key	
features	 from	 descriptions	 of	 witches	 and	 witchcraft	 from	 earlier	 Latin	 literature	 in	 his	
description	of	the	violent	crimes	of	the	Lemnain	women	(5.49-498).	The	women	of	Lemnos,	
like	the	witches	of	Horace	and	Lucan,	are	spatially,	physically,	and	behaviourally	associated	
with	 the	 chthonic,	 bestial	world,	 and	exhibit	 transgressive	 appetites	 for	 sex	 and	 violence.	
Witch	figures	such	as	Canidia,	Sagana,	Veia,	Folia,	and	Erichtho	show	a	disregard	for	cultural	





regarding	 the	 proper	 performance	 of	 gender.	Horace’s	witches	 seek	 sex,	 and	 abuse	male	
bodies	 for	 their	 love	 spells,	 and	 Lucan’s	 Erichtho	 seeks	 ultimate	 power	 over	 the	 dead,	
engaging	violently	and	erotically	with	male	corpses	 to	 signal	her	control.	 Statius’	 Lemnian	















closeness	 to	 the	 earth,	 and	 the	 infernal	 realm,	 and	 their	 isolation	 from,	 and	 rejection	 of	
civilisation.		Lucan’s	Thessalian	superwitch,	Erichtho,	also	dwells	in	wild,	uncivilised	spaces,	
and	is	presented	as	having	complete	control	over	the	natural	world	(BC	6.465-491).	She	first	




	 	 	 haud	procul	a	Ditis	caecis	depressa	cavernis	
in	praeceps	subsedit	humus,	quam	pallida	pronis	
	 	 	 urguet	silva	comis	et	nullo	vertice	caelum	




bending	 trees	 borders	 it,	 and	 yew-trees	 shade	 it	 –	 yew-trees	 that	 the	 sun	
cannot	penetrate,	and	that	turn	no	tops	towards	the	sky.151	 	
	 		
	 	 	 tunc	viridi	luco	(late	iuga	celsa	Mineruae	
	 	 	 propter	opacat	humum	niger	ipse,	sed	insuper	ingens	
	 	 	 mons	premit	et	gemina	pereunt	caligine	soles),		





The	 two	 scenes	 share	 the	 features	 of	 a	 mountainside	 setting,	 and	 a	 darkened,	 isolated	





















and	 predatory	 creatures,	 illustrates	 the	 inversion	 of	 natural,	 “normal”	 order,	 in	 which	
civilised,	civilising	men	exert	control	over	nature,	and	women.152	The	Lemnian	women	are	
characterised	by	the	same	monstrous	a-sociality,	and	animosity	directed	against	the	cultured,	
male-dominated	world,	 as	 Horace’s	witches	 and	 Erichtho	 are;	 by	 spatially,	 physically	 and	




















crime	 evokes	 and	 inverts	 the	 animalistic	 sacrifice	 scene	 of	 Satire	 1.8,	 where	 Canidia	 and	
Sagana	tear	a	 lamb	apart,	pouring	its	blood	into	a	ditch	(28-30).	The	Lemnian	women	also	
resemble	 Erichtho	 as	 she	 harasses	 corpses	 with	 her	 gouging	 manus	 (541),	 collects	 the	
sanguine	vivo	she	needs	for	her	spells	(554-556),	and	pierces	the	pectus	of	one	of	her	corpse-














rejoicing	 to	 lay	atop	 funeral	 fires	 (BC	6.525),	and	hanging	above	a	dead	body,	kissing	and	
mutilating	the	head,	opening	its	mouth	with	her	teeth,	and	biting	the	tip	of	its	tongue	(563-
568).	The	Lemnian	women	are	 likewise	shown	to	be	driven	by	a	physical	desire	 for	sexual	
fulfilment.	 As	 discussed	 above	 Polyxo’s	 speech	 (104-129)	 emphasises	 that	 the	 Lemnian	
women’s	main	motivations	are	bodily	desire	and	sexual	jealousy,	as	she	ominously	prompts	
the	women	to	compare	themselves	to	the	feras	and	volucres	who	copulate	freely	in	nature	
(116-117).154	 She	 also	 incorporates	 floral,	 bridal,	 maternal,	 and	 sexual	 imagery	 into	 her	























































savagery	 of	 the	 women	 spreads,	 ultimately	 engulfing	 the	 city,	 as	 is	 shown	 in	 the	 vividly	
























toward	 the	 final	 fratricide.	 Even	 as	 mothers	 and	 wives	 lament	 and	 supplicate	 the	 male	
protagonists	of	the	poem,	even	as	they	strive	to	perform	the	appropriate	burial	rites,	their	





wrathful	 goddesses	 are	 also	 deeply	 threatening,	 as	 they	 represent	 extremity,	 and	 the	
	 80	
unknowable	 and	 uncontrollable	 powers	 that	 ensure	 that	 (hu)mankind	 can	 never	 be	 all-
knowing,	and	all-powerful.	Although	monstrous	figures	are	usually	incorporated	into	a	text	
to	 represent	 the	 transgression	 of	 critical	 boundaries	 (physical,	 psychological,	 behavioural,	
moral,	social)	and	to	act	as	negative	exemplars	of	what	must	be	avoided	or	overcome,	the	
monstrous	(in	particular	the	monstrous-feminine)	pervades	the	Thebaid,	regularly	resurfacing	
in	 prominent	 characters	 to	 underscore	 the	 inescapability	 of	 fate,	 and	 the	 collapse	 of	
boundaries,	agency	and	identity	in	Statius’	epic	universe.	The	monstrous	similes	signify	that	
that	 civilising	masculine,	 patriarchal	 order,	 reason,	 and	power	 is	 ultimately	 irrelevant	 and	
inadequate.		




govern	 Statius’	 epic	universe.	While	 the	mothers	 and	wives	of	 Statius’	Thebaid	outwardly	
perform	 as	 emblems	 of	 virtuous,	 culturally	 productive	 maternal	 agency,	 their	 persistent	
association	with	the	forces	of	furor	and	nefas,	with	transgression	and	excess,	 imbues	their	
characterisation	with	 the	 alternative	 attitude	 towards	 the	 feminine	 and	maternal,	 that	 of	















anxieties	 and	 fantasies;	 as	 such,	 the	monster	 acts	 as	 a	 cultural	 construct	 or	 projection,	 a	
cipher	to	be	de-ciphered.158	Like	the	monsters	of	modern	film	and	fiction,	the	monsters	of	









legitimise	 a	 new	 dynasty	 in	 the	 wake	 of	 a	 traumatic	 year	 of	 civil	 and	 political	 discord.	
Tisiphone,	 the	 Argive	 snake-woman,	 and	 the	 Theban	 Sphinx,	 along	 with	 the	 ambiguous	
human	females	of	the	poem,	are	reflective	of	a	culture	that	was	characterised	by	an	intense	
focus	on	masculine	patriarchal	and	hierarchical	power	systems,	order	and	control,	as	well	as	
an	anxiety	 regarding	 regression,	origins,	and	 identity.	They	are	also	emblematic	of	Flavian	













question	 of	 whether	 the	 Flavian	 era	 retains	 its	 own	 distinctive,	 discernible	 culture	 is	 still	




Flavian	 culture	 was	 characterised	 by	 a	 renewed	 emphasis	 on	 power,	 order,	 and	
control	 after	 a	 period	 of	 weakness,	 disorder,	 and	 transgression.	 In	 his	 Histories,	 Tacitus	
characterises	the	period	that	followed	the	death	of	Nero	and	preceded	the	Flavian	principate	
as	one	of	moral,	social,	and	political	turmoil:		





















others	 acquired	 official	 posts	 and	 backstairs	 influence,	 creating	 a	 universal	
pandemonium	of	hatred	and	terror.	Slaves	were	bribed	to	turn	against	their	
masters,	 freedmen	against	 their	patrons,	while	 those	who	 lacked	an	enemy	
were	ruined	by	their	friends.”164	
Tac.,	Hist.,	1.2	
After	 this	 period	 of	 civil	 unrest,	 and	 the	 era	 of	 Neronian	 transgression	 and	 excess	 that	
preceded	 it,	 it	was	 for	 Vespasian	 and	 his	 successors	 to	 restore	 stability	 in	 Rome	 and	 the	
empire,	 and	 establish	 a	 new	 dynasty	 with	 an	 ideological	 and	 cultural	 identity	 at	 once	




traditional	morality	 renewed.166	Their	 successive	architectural	and	 iconographic	programs,	











One	 of	 the	most	 prominent	 and	 distinguishing	 features	 of	 the	 Flavian	 age	was	 its	
program	 of	 urban	 renewal.	 Vespasian	 instigated	 an	 extensive	 program	 of	 architectural	
development	that	would	forever	transform	the	 landscape	of	the	 imperial	city,	visually	and	
spatially	promote	Flavian	values,	and	a	new	imperial	 ideology	based	on	peace,	power,	and	







power,	 and	 peace	 and	 order	 restored,	 as	 well	 as	 piety	 and	 dynasty.168	 The	
(re)monumentalisation	of	the	Palatine,	the	Capitol,	the	Quirinal,	along	with	the	Baths	of	Titus,	
the	Temple	to	the	Divine	Vespasian,	the	Temple	to	the	Divine	Claudius	displayed	the	great	















often	 erected	 on	 top	 of	 existing	 Julio-Claudian	 ones,	 and	 Julio-Claudian	 iconography	was	
adapted	to	represent	Flavian	faces	and	values.	Many	of	Nero’s	portraits	were	reconfigured	to	
depict	Vespasian,	Titus,	and	Domitian,	a	move	which	graphically	suggested	a	departure	from,	
and	erasure	of	 the	past.169	 The	Flavians	meaningfully	 superimposed	public	buildings	upon	
Nero’s	 characteristic	 private	 spaces	 –	 in	 particular,	 they	 positioned	 their	 emblematic	
Colosseum	and	Temple	of	Peace	 in	such	a	way	as	to	overwhelm	Nero’s	Domus	Aurea	 in	a	



















bodies	 and	 behaviour	 of	 the	 male	 elite;	 architectural	 and	 sculptural	 representations	
(especially	portraiture)	of	Flavian	 immanence	and	omnipotence	 invaded	public	spaces	and	






and	 iconography	 meant	 not	 only	 a	 new	 Rome,	 but	 a	 new	 romanitas,	 one	 in	 which	




and	 Roman	 supremacy	 and	 power,	 and	 perhaps	 the	most	 obvious	 representation	 of	 the	
Flavian	dynasty’s	emphasis	on	control	and	dominance.	As	 the	 largest	amphitheatre	 in	 the	
empire,	 the	 Colosseum	 dominated	 the	 gaze	 within	 the	 city,	 towering	 over	 crowds	 and	









site	 of	 Nero’s	 private	 lake,	 within	 his	 Domus	 Aurea,	 giving	 the	 space	 over	 to	 public	
entertainment	enjoyment,	symbolically	returning	Rome	to	the	people	(Mart.	Spect.	2.1-4,	11-
12).176	 In	 establishing	 their	 grand	 public	 monument	 to	 entertainment	 over	 the	 private	
monument	of	Nero’s	excesses,	the	Flavians	provided	visual	confirmation	of	their	separation	
and	difference	from	their	Julio-Claudian	predecessors.		





arranged	 and	 separated	 on	 the	 bases	 of	 class,	 and	 sex.	 Senators	 and	Vestal	 Virgins	were	
positioned	separately	towards	the	front	of	the	arena,	with	soldiers,	civilians,	tutors	and	their	
pupils	 confined	 to	 their	 own	 designated	 seating	 areas,	 and	 women	 were	 positioned	




























identity.183	 As	Martial’s	 Liber	 Spectaculorum	 shows	 through	 its	 focus	 on	 the	 figure	 of	 the	
emperor	and	his	production	of	spectacles	of	nature,	animals,	and	humans	–	the	emperor	had	
power	 over	 all.184	 The	 Colosseum	 displayed	 the	 Roman	 world	 within	 its	 walls,	 reserving	
distinct	platforms	for	Roman	society,	human	and	animal	outsiders	of	the	empire,	the	gods,	
and	the	emperor.185	As	Lovatt	observes,	“The	reality	of	the	emperor’s	power	is	underscored	










bodies	 of	 animals	 and	 human	 beings….The	 emperor	 pervades	 the	 cosmos,	 making	 the	
spectacle	 a	 reality,	 not	 just	 a	 show.”	 186	 The	 imposing	Colosseum,	 and	 the	 gruesome	and	
degrading	events	of	the	arena,	combined	to	create	an	enormous	spectacle	of	imperial	power	
and	 dominance.	 The	 Colosseum	 is	 a	 potent	 image	 of	 Roman	 self-perception,	 and	 self-
fashioning,	as	well	as	the	imperial	city’s	world	view.	Within	the	vast	amphitheatre	(especially	
the	 arena),	 the	 Romans	 (in	 particular	 their	 emperor)	 were	 able	 to	 cast	 themselves	 as	 a	
wealthy,	all-powerful,	and	physically	whole	master	race,	ruling	the	fates,	and	rupturing	the	
bodies,	of	criminals,	animals,	conquered	enemies,	and	barbarians.		
The	 Flavian	 concern	 for	 power,	 order	 and	 control	 can	 also	 be	 seen	 in	 Domitian’s	
numerous	 legislative	 and	moral	 reforms,	which	 reflect	 a	 pervasive	 anxiety	 relating	 to	 the	
Roman	 socio-sexual	 and	 corporeal	 hierarchies,	 and	 the	 concomitant	 gender	 binaries	 that	




introduction	 of	 a	 law	 against	 castration	 (Suet.	Dom.	 7;	 Mart.	 Epigr.	 2.60,	 6.2).	 Domitian	
showed	 a	 particular	 concern	 for	 controlling	 and	 limiting	 women’s	 personal	 power	 and	
autonomy.	Along	with	his	revival	of	Augustus’	famous	Lex	Iulia	de	Adulteriis	Coercendis	(Mart.	
Epigr.	 6.4,	 7,	 22,	 45;	 Suet.	Dom.	 8.3),	which	prescribed	divorce,	 banishment,	 or	death	 for	








noblemen.187	 It	 is	 clear	 that	 female	 social	 and	 sexual	 activity	 and	 independence	 were	
threatening	to	the	emperor	and	elite	citizenry,	and	were	therefore	publically	suppressed.		
Coinciding	 with	 Domitian’s	 control	 of	 women’s	 socio-sexual	 lives,	 was	 a	 renewed	
emphasis	 on	both	 virginity	 and	 traditional	 domesticity.	 The	 importance	of	 these	 idealised	
feminine	 virtues	 can	 be	 perceived	 in	 the	 prominent	 Temple	 of	Minerva	 that	 adjoins	 the	
forum,	and	the	virgin	goddess’	prominence	on	Domitian’s	coinage,188		along	with	the	many	
images	of	women	tending	to	their	woolwork	depicted	on	Domitian’s	Forum	Transitorium.189	
Domitian’s	 legislation,	 and	 the	 gendered	 iconography	 of	 his	 program	 of	 urban	 renewal,	
reinforced	 the	 notion	 that	 women’s	 lives	 and	 social	 roles	 should	 be	 confined	 to	 the	
household,	and	to	the	marriage-	and	child-bed.190		
Domitian’s	legislative	changes	strongly	accorded	with	the	socio-sexual	ideology	that	
had	 underpinned	 elite	 Roman	 culture	 for	 centuries,191	 and	 indicate	 renewed	 attempts	 at	
controlling	women’s	social	and	sexual	lives.	The	emperor’s	renewal	of	Lex	Julia	de	Adulteriis	
Coercendis	 and	 the	 Lex	 Voconia	 reflects	 an	 increased	 interest	 in	 reinforcing	 the	 gender	













could	 not	 engage	 in	 extra-marital	 affairs,	 or	 attain	 fortunes	 for	 themselves.	 The	 moral	













they	 spring	 from.192	As	Barbara	Gold	asserts	 in	her	 study	of	 the	body	 in	 Juvenal’s	Satires:	
“Concepts	of	physiology	and	corporeality	determine	 identity	–	both	male	and	 female,	but	
especially	 female	 –	 throughout	 ancient	 texts.”193	 The	 ancient	 author’s	 approach	 to	
representing,	shaping,	and	controlling	the	body	reveals	much	about	ancient	ideas	and	ideals	
regarding	gendered	bodies,	and	sexualities.	
Elite	 Roman	 society	 retained	 a	 pervasive	 sexual	 and	 corporeal	 ideology	 based	 on	
inherited	anxieties	about	the	female,	which	determined	the	way	that	male	Roman	citizens	










vir	 behaved	 in	 strict	 accordance	 with	 an	 array	 of	 moral	 and	 behavioural	 virtues	 such	 as	
disciplina,	continentia,	pietas,	fides,	and	virtus,	along	with	more	physical	and	psychological	




The	 corporeal	 ideology	 of	 the	 Roman	 elite	 can	 also	 be	 observed	 in	 the	 degrading	
punishments	 enacted	 against	 criminals	 and	 members	 of	 the	 underclasses.	 During	 the	
Republic	 and	 the	 early	 imperial	 period,	 Roman	 citizens	were	 protected	 from	having	 their	
bodies	 violated	by	 corporal	punishment.196	 The	Valerian	and	Porcian	 laws	of	 the	Republic	
(Livy,	Ab	Urbe	Condita	 Libri,	 	 10.9)	protected	 the	 integrity	 and	 sanctity	of	 citizen	corpora,	
exempting	 them	 from	 capital	 and	 corporal	 punishment	 by	 affording	 them	 the	 right	 of	




















Female	 bodies,	 on	 the	 other	 hand,	 were	 frequently	 presented	 as	 uncontained,	
contaminating,	 boundless,	 and	 incomplete	 –	 these	 negative	 qualities	 determined	 the	
feminine	lack	of	self,	of	identity,	ensuring	her	separation	and	otherness.201	Pliny’s	perception	
of	the	female	body	(particularly	its	menstrual	blood,	as	discussed	in	Chapter	1)	suggests,	the	
Romans	 of	 the	 first	 century	 CE,	 like	 the	Greeks,	were	 concerned	with	 the	 contaminating,	
destabilising	nature	of	the	feminine	form.		Ovid’s	Remedia	Amoris,	conveys	explicit	exemplars	






















the	 penetrable,	 mutable,	 and	 generative	 female	 body.205	 Although	 Roman	 socio-sexual	
ideology	 conditionally	 accepted	 and	 allowed	 sexual	 relations	 between	 men,206	 sexual	
relations	 between	women	were	 intolerable,	 as	 can	 be	 seen	 in	Martial’s	Epigrams,	 where	
lesbianism	 is	 presented	 as	 terrible	 and	 transgressive	 adultery	 (1.90).	 	 As	 Walters	 has	
established,	 to	 be	 an	 elite	 Roman	 vir,	 retaining	 personal	 power	 and	 prestige,	 one	 had	 to	
maintain	the	role	of	“inpenetrable	penetrator.”207	The	emasculation,	and	feminisation	of	the	
Roman	male	body	was	equated	with	the	complete	loss	of	social	status.	As	Boyle	observes,	in	













		 Regarding	 the	 misogynistic	 representation	 of	 the	 female	 in	 Greek	 and	 Roman	
literature,	 Barbette	 Stanley	 Spaeth	 has	 suggested	 that	 the	witch	 figures	 that	 emerged	 in	
literature	during	the	early	imperial	period	appeared	in	response	to	contemporary	concerns	
relating	 to	 male	 and	 female	 social	 and	 sexual	 roles.209	 The	 Julio-Claudian	 era	 was	
characterised	 in	 later	Latin	 literature	as	a	period	of	social,	political	and	cultural	 transition,	
accompanied	 by	 a	 decline	 in	 public	morality.210	 Literary	 accounts	 of	 the	 period	 reflect	 an	
anxiety	relating	to	the	behaviour	of	elite	women,	with	several	of	the	Julio-Claudian	matronae	
being	characterised	as	unrestrained	in	their	appetites	for	sex	and	power.	Augustus’	wife	Livia,	
for	 example,	 is	 represented	 negatively	 by	 Suetonius	 as	 interfering	 in	 political	 affairs,	 and	
attempting	 to	 attach	 power	 and	 prestige	 to	 her	 own	 name,	 thus	 impairing	 the	 image	 of	
masculine	dominance	in	the	imperial	family	itself	(Suet.	Tib.	50).	In	Book	13	of	Tacitus’	Annals,	




customers,	 before	 returning	 to	 the	 imperial	 palace	 (Juv.	Sat.	6.115-32).211	 The	edicts	 that	















beautiful,	 modest,	 chaste,	 dutiful,	 passive,	 fertile,	 and	 pious.214	 This	 inversion	 signifies	 a	







prominence	 of	 disturbed,	 disturbing	 femininity	 in	 the	 Thebaid,	 reflects	 a	 latent	 anxiety	
regarding	 female	 power	 that	 swelled	 in	 response	 to	 female	 political	 influence	 in	 the	
triumviral,	and	early	 imperial	periods,	an	anxiety	detected	perhaps	most	clearly	 in	Tacitus’	




war	conditions,	as	well	as	 the	 interference	of	women	on	 two	key	platforms	of	patriarchal	
























In	 the	Thebaid	 the	monstrous	and	 the	 feminine	are	prominent,	 interconnected	 themes	 in	
which	 the	 anxieties	of	 the	 Flavian	era	 are	 reflected.	 The	 female	monsters	 and	monstrous	
females	 of	 the	 poem	 are	 uncontrolled	 as	 they	 appear	 throughout	 the	 text,	 always	
engendering	chaos,	and	 the	 subversion	of	 (especially	gendered	and	corporeal)	norms	and	






concerns	 regarding	 the	 permeability	 and	 instability	 of	 women’s	 bodies;	 they	 graphically	









the	 breakdown	of	 the	 vital	 boundaries	 of	 the	 human	body,	 and	 their	 viscerally	 repulsive,	
noxious	maternal	bodies	 reflect	a	deep	anxiety	 relating	 to	 feminine	biology.	Although	 the	






that	 controls	 the	 narrative.	 In	 their	 behaviour,	 they	 display	 the	 slippage	 of	 self	 that	 was	
terrifying	to	the	elite	Roman	male.	Ide	transforms	from	a	traditional	lamenting	mother	into	a	
threatening	witch	 figure,	 perverting	 ancient	mourning	 rituals.	 Assuming	 a	masculine	 role,	




her	 sons,	 before	 being	 characterised	 as	 the	 Fury	 who	 fuels	 the	 war,	 and	 as	 her	 filicidal	
ancestor,	Agave.	Statius’	Theban	epic,	and	the	monstrous	female	figures	depicted	therein,	












predecessors.	 While	 traditional	 combat	 myths	 frequently	 presented	 the	 female	 monster	
being	defeated	for	the	restoration	or	establishment	of	masculine,	patriarchal	order,	reason,	




engenders	 the	breakdown	of	order,	 reason,	 and	masculine	power;	 these	monsters	 are	all	
introduced	 in	 conjunction	 with	 male	 disempowerment	 and	 the	 violent	 dissolution	 of	





(violence,	 gore,	 infanticide,	 androcide,	 cannibalism,	 disease,	 death),	 and	 align	 it	 with	 the	
feminine.	 In	 his	 formulation	 and	 utilisation	 of	 the	 monstrous,	 Statius	 shows	 that	 the	
boundaries	 that	monsters	are	 supposed	 to	 symbolically	establish	are	breached	 in	his	epic	








feminine	 by	 foregrounding	 and	 amplifying	 those	 elements	 of	 femininity	 that	 patriarchal	
Roman	society	found	so	profoundly	unsettling,	such	as	the	instability,	permeability,	and	the	
uncontrolled,	 inescapable	 materiality	 of	 the	 female	 body.	 Statius’	 female	 monsters	 are	
grotesque	 narrative	 figurations	 of	 prevalent	 misogynistic	 stereotypes	 regarding	 feminine	
physiology	 and	 psychology.	 Set	 against	 a	 culture	 seemingly	 defined	 by	 a	 fixation	 on	
demarcating	and	enforcing	physical,	mental,	moral,	temporal,	and	social	boundaries,	a	society	
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